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DEFINING YOUR OBJECTIVES 
This course is divided into 5 main areas: 


Defining Objectives 
Planning 

Drafting 

Evaluating 
Revising 


This chapter is about the first of these activities: defining your 
objectives. 


The Importance of Your Objectives 


Before you begin writing, there is a need to carefully and 
thoughtfully define the objectives you have in writing your 
communication. You must know why you are writing it, and what 
you want to accomplish. Defining your objectives first will help make 
a communication successful. 


We will look at Six Reader-Centered Guidelines that will aid you in 
defining your objectives. 


GUIDELINE 1 - DESCRIBE THE FINAL RESULT YOU DESIRE 


o When you define your objectives, start by identifying the 
final result you want from your communication. What do 
you want your readers to do as a result of reading your 
communication? This will help you design a 
communication (such as a report or memo) that will be 
effective. 


o For example: A report that will require a decision by the 
reader(s) will need to be written with the objective of 
guiding your reader to a decision. If a report is required 
just for information on the status of things, then your 
report is written accordingly. 


The next two Guidelines shift your attention from what you want to 
achieve toward what must happen while your readers are reading if 
you are to succeed in achieving your goal. The Guidelines focus 
attention on the tasks your readers will be performing as they read, 
and on the ways you want your readers to alter their attitudes as they 
read. 


When you identify the tasks your readers will be performing as the 
read, you are describing the Enabling Element of Purpose. 
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GUIDELINE 2 - IDENTIFY THE TASKS YOU WILL HELP YOUR 
READERS 
PERFORM WHILE THEY READ 


o Your readers will seek to locate, understand, and use 
the information and ideas that are of interest to them. 


o Readers perform the tasks of locating, understanding, 
and using information in many different ways, depending 
on the situation. 


o Not only do reader’s specific tasks vary, but different 
reader’s tasks are aided by different writing strategies. 


o One of your aims is to enable your readers to perform 
their reading tasks quickly and efficiently. 


Identifying the mental tasks your readers will perform while 
reading can help you make good decisions about how to 
compose a communication. But how is this done? 


1. Identify the questions your readers will most surely ask; 
or, put another way, Identify the information your readers 
want your communication to provide. 

Most readers come to many communications with questions 
already formed or an idea of the information they want. If 
you anticipate this, then you can provide relevant 
information in your communication. 


2. Determine how your readers will look for this 
information. 
They may read the communication right through, flip 
through the pages looking only for relevant information, look 
for an index, or look for the conclusions, etc. 


3. Determine how they will use the information you 
provide. 


By identifying the questions your readers want answered, you 
learn what information to include. By learning how they will 
look for this information and what they will do with it, you gain 
ideas about how to organize and present your message. 


GUIDELINE 3 - TELL HOW YOU WANT TO CHANGE YOUR 
READER’S 
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ATTITUDES 


The second step in describing what you want to happen as your 
readers read your communication is to consider how you want to 
alter their attitudes. This guideline is to help you identify the 
persuasive element of your communication’s purpose. 


Begin by identifying the attitudes you want to alter. Usually you will 
want to shape your reader’s attitudes toward your subject matter, 
and at times, you will want to influence your reader’s attitudes 
toward you. 


There are three basic ways you may want to change your 
reader’s attitude: 


1. Sometimes you may want to reinforce an existing attitude. 


2. You might try to reverse an attitude you want your readers to 
abandon. 


3. You might want to shape your reader’s attitudes toward a 
subject that they haven’t yet thought about seriously. 


To do any of these, the persuasive element of your 
communication has to be strong. 


The next two Guidelines focus on determining who your readers are. 


GUIDELINE 4 - LEARN YOUR READER’S IMPORTANT 
CHARACTERISTICS 


What characteristics should you focus on as you think about 
your readers? 


The following four are among the most helpful ones for you to 
consider: 


a) Professional Roles 

By learning your readers’ professional roles, you can often infer 
the kinds of information they will seek from _ your 
communication and the ways they will use it. Their job title may 
help, but you really need to know their job function. Are they: 


Decision Makers, 
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Advisors, or 
Implementers 


The job function of your reader is a determining factor on how 
you will write your communication. 


b) = Familiarity with Your Topic 


A second characteristic to consider is your reader’s familiarity 
with the topic. This will determine how much background 
information, or how much detail, you will need to include in 
your communication to make it understandable and useful. 


Cc) Level of Knowledge of Your Specialty 


To use the information you provide, your readers will need to 
understand the terms and concepts you use. Knowing the level 
of your reader’s familiarity with your specialty will help you 
anticipate the questions they will ask and also help you avoid 
cluttering your communication with unnecessary information. 


d) Preferred Communication Style 


Most people prefer certain styles of writing over others. To a 
certain extent, people’s preferences are shaped by the 
customary practices employed where they work. This is 
important to keep in mind as you begin to work for a new 
company. 


e) Special Factors 


You should always be on the lookout for reader characteristics 
you would not normally need to consider. For example, you may 
be writing to a reader who wants the report laid out a certain 
way, or who doesn’t like certain words, etc. Before beginning 
your communication, ask yourself “Are there any special 
factors I should take into consideration when addressing these 
readers?” For example, some people will prefer the pronouns 
to be written as “he/she” every time while others find this 
unnecessary or annoying. 


GUIDELINE 5 - LEARN WHO ALL YOUR READERS WILL BE 


At times you will know exactly who your audience will be. At other 
times, the composition of your audience will not be so obvious. The 
communications you prepare at work may find their way to many 
people in many parts of your organization. If your communications 
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are to be effective, you must know all the people who will read it and 
keep those individuals in mind when you write. 


Who might your readers be? 
a) Phantom Readers 


The most important readers of a communication may be hidden 
from you. That’s because at work, written communications 
addressed to one person are often used by others. These are 
called the phantom readers. 


One clue to whether your communication will be read by a 
phantom reader is that the person you are writing to is not high 
enough in the organizational hierarchy to make a decision 
based on your communication. 


A person who has worked at a job for a while usually learns 
which communications are likely to be passed on to others. A 
new employee needs to learn this to avoid hastily written 
material that may end up in the president’s hands. 


b) Future Readers 


Your communications may be put to use weeks, months, or 
even years after you’ve written them. These readers may be 
peers, fellow employees, another company, lawyers, etc. 
Therefore, keep this in mind when you are writing. 


Cc) Complex Audiences 


Audiences often consist of diverse groups of people with widely 
varying background and _ responsibilities. When you are 
addressing a group of people who will be reading from many 
perspectives, you are addressing a complex audience. To do 
that effectively, you need to write in a way that will meet each 
person’s needs without reducing the effectiveness of your 
communication to others. 


d) How to Identify Your Readers 


e Ask another person, such as fellow employee, or your boss. 
e Use your employer’s organizational chart. 
e Brainstorm by asking yourself such questions as: 
“Who in my department will read this?” 
“Who in departments that work closely with mine?”, 
and 
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“Who in more remote departments?” 
GUIDELINE 6 - SIZE UP THE SITUATION 


Finally, step back and ask yourself if there are any special 
circumstances that might influence the way your readers will respond 
to your message. If your assessment of your writing situation 
suggests that such restrictions might apply, find out what they are 
when you are defining your objectives so you can take them into 
account as you plan and write your communication. 


Asking Others for Assistance 


When you are defining your objectives, you can usually obtain 
valuable assistance by talking things over with other people. 
These people may include: 


e Your boss 
e Your co-workers 
e Members of your intended audience 


Make every effort to speak with the person(s) for whom 
you are writing the communication. This is important, and 
will involve the person (client) in every step of the 
communication. Ask how they will use it; what questions they 
want it to answer; what format they prefer, and so forth. The 
more contact you have with your readers, the more likely 
you are to write a successful communication. 
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USING YOUR OBJECTIVE TO GUIDE YOUR WRITING: AN 
EXAMPLE 


Stephanie works for the Kansas City office of a non-profit 
organization that 

provides Braille translations for textbooks and other 
reading material requested by blind people. The 
translations are created entirely by volunteers, and 
Stephanie believes she knows how to improve the way 
translation assignments are made. At present, assignments 
go to each of the volunteers, in turn, regardless of the 
volunteer’s speed or reliability. Stephanie has decided to 
write a memo to her boss, Mrs. Land, suggesting that when 
a translation is needed quickly, it be assigned to a 
volunteer who has worked rapidly and dependably in such 
situations in the past. To define the objectives of her 
memo, Stephanie has filled out a worksheet based on the 
guidelines given in this chapter.* That worksheet, with her 
notes, is shown in the following pages. 

The information Stephanie recorded on the worksheet 
has provided her with many important insights about how 
to write her memo. Most importantly, when filling out the 
section on her reader’s attitudes, Stephanie realized how 
much she would have to consider Mrs. Land’s possible 
defensiveness. Mrs. Land set up the present system and 
believes it works very well. Furthermore, she is the type of 
person who resists suggestions for change. After 
considering these characteristics, Stephanie concluded 
that she could not assume that Mrs. Land would even 
agree that a problem existed, and that she would have to 
present the problem without seeming to criticize Mrs. 
Land. 

The worksheet also helped Stephanie focus on the fact 
that Mrs. Land feels Stephanie doesn’t understand all the 
considerations that go into running the agency. Therefore, 
Stephanie determined that she would have to show in her 
memo that she has carefully considered all the 
organizational ramifications of the change she wants to 
propose. 

When filling in the section concerning the general 
situation in which she will be writing, Stephanie noted that 
two months earlier Mrs. Land had successfully resisted 
pressure from several members of the agency’s board of 
directors to force her to retire so a younger person might 
take over. Stephanie realized that any reference to these 
board members or their wishes for streamlined operations 
might arouse a very hostile response from Mrs. Land. 

Finally, when trying to fill out the section concerning 
stakeholders, Stephanie discovered that she needed to talk 
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with some of the translators to find out what they think of 
her proposal. She discovered that those who might be 
judged less reliable and less speedy would be deeply 
offended. To avoid hurting their feelings, Stephanie 
modified her proposal plan in the following way: the 
agency would ask all the translators to tell how many 
pages they could commit to translating in a week. 
Urgent translators who failed to meet their original 
commitment would be invited to specify a lower 
commitment that would better suit their personal 
schedules. 

With these considerations in mind, Stephanie wrote a 
detailed, diplomatic, four-page memo. After several months 
of deliberation, Mrs. Land accepted Stephanie's proposal. 
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Stephanie’s Completed Worksheet for Defining Objectives for an 
Unrequested Recommendation 


Overall Purpose 


What are you writing? 

A proposal for a new method of assigning Braille translations, in 
which the most urgent request go to the quickest and most reliable 
volunteers. 


What outcome do you desire? 
I would like the new method to be put into effect, at least on a trial 
basis. 


Reader Profile 


Who is your primary reader? 
Mrs. Land. 


What is your reader’s relationship to you? 
We see each other daily but still have a fairly formal relationship. 


What are your reader’s job title and responsibilities? 

She is Director of the Braille Division, responsible for recruiting and 
maintaining a large group of volunteer Braille translators, advertising 
translation services to blind people, and responding to requests for 
translations by assigning volunteers the work of making them. 


Who else might read your communication? 
Rich Seybold and Mina Williams, Mrs. Land’s chief assistants. 


How familiar is your reader with your subject? 

Mrs. Land knows the present system of assigning Braille translations 
as well as anyone because she set up and has run it for the past 
twelve years. She does not know that I am thinking of proposing an 
alternative but does know that systems similar to mine are used by 
some other officers of the Society for the Blind. 


How familiar is your reader with your specialty? 
Very familiar. 


Does your reader have any communication preference you 
should take into account? 

She likes all communications to look “business-like.” She does not 
like informality 
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Should you take into account any other things about your 
reader when writing? 

Mrs. Land gives the impression of being very sure of herself but feels 

threatened by suggestions for change. 


Situational Analysis 


What events and circumstance influence the way you should 
write? 

Mrs. Land was recently asked by three board members to retire. She 

successfully resisted. 


Reader’s Informational Needs 


What are the key questions your reader will ask while reading? 
What makes you think anything is wrong with the present system? 
How, exactly, would your new system work? 

What would I have to do differently? 

How would the operations of this office be changed? 

How would we determine which translations deserve highest priority? 
How would we decide which translations are placed in our top group? 
Would it cost everything? 


How will your reader search for the answers? (The reader may 
use more than one strategy.) 


Sequential reading from beginning to end 


Selective reading, as when using a reference book (what key 
terms will your reader look for?) 

_X_ Other (explain) 
Mrs. Land will probably skip around through the memo at first, 


but will later read it from front to back. 
How will your reader use the information you provide? 


Compare point by point (what will be the point of comparison?) 


Attempt to determine how the information you provide will 
affect his or her organization. 

Follow instructions step by step 

Other (explain) 

She will compare her system with mine in term of cost, speed of 
producing translations, and effect on volunteer morale. 
Although she won’t exactly look for instructions in my proposal, 


she will want to know in detail how the process would work. 
Reader’s Attitudes 


What is your reader’s attitude toward your subject? Why? What 
do you want it to be? 
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Mrs. Land thinks the present system runs as well as one possibly 


could. I want her to see that a better system is possible. 


What is your reader’s attitude toward you? Why? What do you 


want it to be? 


Although I have worked for her for three years, Mrs. Land still thinks 


of me as a newcomer who knows little and has impractical ideas. I 
want her to think that I am a helpful, knowledgeable, sensible person. 


Stakeholders 


Who, besides your readers, are the stakeholders in your 
communication? 


The society’s client. The translator - including those who would be 


given priority assignments and those who wouldn’t. 


How will they be affected by it? 
I don’t know. I’d better investigate this. 


WORKSHEET QUESTIONS FOR DEFINING OBJECTIVES 


For your convenience, here is a list of the questions that appear in the 
worksheet used by 

Stephanie. Answering them will help you define your communication’s 
objectives in a reader-centered way. 


Overall Purpose 
What are you writing? 
What prompts you to write? 
What outcome do you desire? 
Reader Profile 
Who is your primary reader? 
What is your reader’s relationship to you? 
What are your reader’s job title and responsibilities? 
Who else might read your communication? 
How familiar is your reader with your subject? 
How familiar is your reader with your specialty? 


Does your reader is your any communication preferences 


you should 
take into 
account? 


Should you take into account any other things about your 


reader when 
writing? 
Situational Analysis 
What events and circumstance influence the way you 
should write? 
Reader’s Information Needs 
What are the key questions your reader will reading? 
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How will your reader search for the answer? (The reader 
may use more than one strategy) 
Sequential reading from beginning to end. 
Selective reading, as when using a reference book 
(what key terms will your reader look for?) 
Other (explain) 


How will your reader use the information you provide? 
Compare point by point (what will be the points of 
comparison?) Attempt to 
determine how the information you provide will 
affect him or her. 
Attempt to determine how the information you 
provide will affect his or her organization 
Follow instructions step by step 
Other (explain) 
Reader’s Attitudes 
What is your reader’s attitude toward your subject? Why? 
What do you want it to 
be? 
What is your reader’s attitude toward you? Why? What do 
you want it to be? 
Stakeholders 
Who, besides your readers, are stakeholders in your 
communication? 
How will they be affected by it? 


CONCLUSION 

The activity of defining objectives is more than an academic exercise. It 
provides you with valuable insights about the best way to write your 
communication. 


The Defining Objectives worksheet will be one of the tools you will use in 
preparing to write your communications for this course. 
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